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Abstract 
This article is focused on grammatical means for rendering an impersonal style in translation of scientific texts. The purpose of 
the study is to apply corpus linguistics research method and obtain the evidence on the actual use and acceptability of nouns 
representing research in collocation with active verbs. The obtained results show the most frequent collocations and the trends in 
their occurrence in available corpora. Findings indicate that the collocations persistently appear in the sentence-initial position in 
edited LSP texts. The author concludes that they are grammatical metaphors serving as impersonal reference from the scientific 
text to its author.  
© 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of the organizing committee of MTIP2016. 
Keywords: LSP; impersonality; anthropomorphisms; noun-verb collocations; academic writing; translation. 
 
IMPERSONALITY – the use of formal, detached language, avoiding reference to the author. 
IS+AV COLLOCATION – co-occurrence of an inanimate subject with an active verb in close proximity. 
ANTROPOMORPHISM – attribution of human qualities to a lifeless object (APA, 2009). 
GRAMMATICAL METAPHOR – a substitution of one grammatical class, or one grammatical structure by another 
(Halliday, 1985). 
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1. Introduction 
Due to long-lasting discourse traditions in academic communities, scientific texts are written and translated in a 
scientific style, following the specific writing conventions (Strunk, & White, 1979; Rubens, 2002; Halliday, 2004). 
One of the main elements of the scientific style is impersonality. To present research results as objective scientific 
facts, writers use formal, detached and impersonal language, ‘with choices and judgments of their authors being kept 
to a minimum’ (Gilbert, & Mulkay, 1984, p. 42).  
Although the same conventions of impersonality are not shared by researchers in all disciplines (Hyland, 2002 a), 
they are still highly valued in many disciplinary discourses (Hagge, 1994). For example, in social sciences and 
humanities, an explicit self-reference to the author is considered acceptable. In contrast, the use of first-person 
pronouns with active verbs (I present, I describe) is avoided in texts reporting the results of empirical research in 
precise natural sciences to minimize the impression of the author’s subjective involvement affected by personal 
preferences and prejudices (Hyland, 2004). According to Hyland, ‘impersonality is seen as a defining feature of 
expository writing as it embodies the positivist assumption that academic research is purely empirical and objective’ 
(Hyland, 2002b, p. 1095). Similarly, in translation of scientific texts, one of the aims is to render the impersonal 
style of the source text into the target text. However, the choice of available grammatical means to express 
impersonality in different languages is rather narrow, which may trigger the use of non-traditional grammatical 
forms and collocations. The purpose of this research is to investigate the actual use and appropriateness of noun-
verb collocations as grammatical means for rendering impersonal style in academic and scientific texts. 
2. Grammatical expression of impersonality 
Various elements that are involved in creating indirectness and formality in scientific texts are viewed by 
researchers from two different, but partially overlapping perspectives (Malchukov, & Siewerska, 2011). In one of 
the approaches, impersonality is defined as ‘impersonalization in terms of agent defocusing/ backgrounding’ (ibid., 
p. 2). In other words, the grammatical means are used to downgrade agency (Livnat, 2010; Yamamoto, 2006) and 
establish the distance between the author and the content of a text while not completely excluding the reference to 
the author. Hinkel, for example, distinguishes ‘indirectness devices and markers, such as point of view distancing, 
downtoners, diminutives, discourse particles, and understatements, as well as nominalization and conditional tenses’ 
(Hinkel, 1997, p. 361). The second approach to impersonality, according to Malchukov and Siewerska, is a 
narrower, structure-based approach. The scholars define such impersonal grammatical structures as ‘constructions 
lacking a referential subject’ (2011, p. 1). This approach is close to the canonical position of Chomsky and his 
description of impersonal syntactic structures with zero subject (Chomsky, 1981). A detailed overview of this and 
other approaches to impersonality has been provided by Malchukov and Siewerska (ibid). Due to a limited scope of 
this article, only a short summary is provided of structure-based approach, which is adopted and further narrowed in 
this study to investigate noun-verb collocations as grammatical means employed to avoid referential subject.  
In the English language, there are several rhetorical options for rendering impersonality by using subjectless 
structures and for completely avoiding the reference to the agent: 
x Agentless passive forms of verbs (e.g. is written, have been done); 
x Structures with past participles in post-position (e.g. the picture described in the text); 
x Impersonal pronoun it followed by an adjective and infinitive ( e.g. it is important to investigate); 
x Subjectless modal operators (there is a need; is to be done); 
x Nominalizations (e.g. the investigation of used instead of the verb investigate that requires mentioning the agent). 
Some subjectless grammatical forms are more effective at maintaining impersonal style than other. For example, 
the expletive subject ‘it’ with adjective and infinitive creates ‘a purely subjectless construction where no agency is 
involved’ (Livnat, 2010). In contrast, nominalizations are more difficult to fit into subjectless constructions, as there 
is a potential danger of using active verbs with nominalized inanimate subjects. Thus the range of easily applicable 
grammatical means to convey impersonality in scientific translations is further limited. As a result, such 
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controversial choices as redundant noun phrases, e.g. the author of the present paper, or unconventional noun-verb 
collocations comparatively frequently appear in translated texts.  
Nouns denoting academic research (e.g. paper, thesis, dissertation) refer to inanimate real-world objects. 
Therefore, when they take the position of a subject in a sentence, they could be expected to collocate naturally only 
with passive academic verbs (e.g. thesis was completed, dissertation is devoted to). The empirical observation of 
their occurrence in translated abstracts and scientific texts provides the evidence for actual appearance of inanimate 
subjects (IS) in collocation with active verbs (AV), e.g. thesis presents, paper describes. The use of IS+AV 
construction is also transferred across languages when texts are translated, which is demonstrated in the following 
examples (emphasis added): 
 
Latvian source text: ‘Pētījums vienlīdz uzsver tukšo lauku diskursīvo simbolismu un sociālos procesus, kas veicina lauku 
tukšošanos'. (Skultāne, quoted in Dzenovska, 2012) 
English translation: The study impartially points out the discursive symbolism of empty fields and social processes caused 
by depopulation of rural areas.  
Russian translation: Исследование беспристрастно выдвигает на первый план дискурсивную символику заброшеных 
полей и социальные процессы обусловленные депопуляцией сельских районов. 
 
The text below and its official translation provide another illustration to the phenomenon. Both texts demonstrate 
an extensive use of IS+AV collocations, which, regarding the administrative rank of the writer and the authority of 
the organization he represents, is supposed to exclude any possibility that the highlighted collocations would be 
errors unnoticed by the editor. 
 
The present study highlights the process of modernisation at work in higher education in Europe and analyses in particular 
the structures of governance, the methods used to fund higher education institutions and their responsibilities vis-à-vis 
academic staff. It also draws attention to the wide variety of models of governance, for example as regards private fund-
raising, or decision-making bodies inside institutions. It further emphasises that important national debates are under way 
concerning the strategic policies of higher education, which involve a wide range of stakeholders. The study thus enhances 
our knowledge of the processes of governance in higher education and is original in terms of its geographical coverage, 
through surveying 30 European countries in the Eurydice Network.’ (Figel, 2008, p. 3)  
 
Šis pētījums atspoguļo Eiropas augstākās izglītības modernizācijas procesu un īpaši analizē augstākās izglītības iestāžu 
pārvaldes struktūras, finansēšanas metodes un pienākumus pret akadēmisko personālu. Pētījums pievērš uzmanību arī 
dažādajiem šo iestāžu pārvaldes modeļiem, piemēram, privāto līdzekļu vākšanas un lēmumu pieņemšanas jomā. Tas uzsver 
arī to, ka pašlaik notiek svarīgas nacionāla mēroga diskusijas par augstākās izglītības politisko stratēģiju, kurās iesaistās 
visas ieinteresētās puses. Šis pētījums paplašina mūsu zināšanas par augstākās izglītības pārvaldes procesiem un aptver 
līdz šim lielāko aptaujāto valstu skaitu – trīsdesmit Eurydice tīklā iekļautas Eiropas valstis. (Figels, 2008, p. 3) 
 
As it is evident from the presented examples, IS+AV collocations are not only used in formal official texts but 
are also literally translated into other languages, even though such grammatical forms are not common in the target 
language. There is no sufficient clarity whether their use is appropriate, as some types of them have recently been 
classified as attribution errors in writing style manuals (e.g. APA, 2009). Views also differ among scholars on the 
frequency of IS+AV collocations in scientific texts – from ignoring them as infrequent and insignificant occurrences 
(Myers, 1992) to regarding them as rather frequent features in English (Swales, 1990). The phenomenon has not yet 
been sufficiently investigated empirically to provide evidence on the actual use and potential appropriateness of 
such grammatical structures in formal scientific texts and translations. Initiating the present study, the author aimed 
to cover the gap and investigate grammatical and stylistic acceptability of noun-verb collocations, their main types, 
rhetorical functions and frequency of occurrence in available academic corpora and databases of scientific texts and 
clarify the status of IS+AV collocation among the grammatical means for expressing impersonality.    
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Research method 
The corpus linguistics research method (McEnery, & Hardie, 2012) was applied in this research to investigate 
grammatical and stylistic acceptability of noun-verb collocations, their main types, rhetorical functions and 
frequency of occurrence in available English academic corpora and searchable databases of scientific texts. 
The present empirical study is based on two academic corpora, British Academic Written English Corpus 
(BAWE) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), and three scientific databases: ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global (PQDT Global), Google Scholar and Cambridge Journals Online. BAWE is a 
balanced, annotated corpus of British English, containing 2761 academic texts in thirty-five disciplines. The total 
number of words in the corpus is 8,336, 262 (Nesi, & Gardner, 2012). The second academic corpus used in the study 
was one section of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), which is a 91,044,778-word corpus of 
texts published in academic journals from 1990 to 2012 (Davies, Xingfu, & Guohui, 2008). Due to a rather limited 
size of both academic corpora, the research was also based on the texts compiled in searchable online databases that 
comprise significantly larger amounts of words. The ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global (PQDT Global) 
database, e.g., contains 3.8 million academic and scientific texts. Similarly, the Google Scholar database contains 
millions of research articles, theses, scientific books and abstracts. In the Cambridge Journals online database, there 
are over 300 peer-reviewed academic journals published by Cambridge University Press from 1700 to 2016.  
Unfortunately, the databases used in the research do not have full qualities of balanced and tagged research 
corpora, e.g., the exact number of words in the databases is not available. In addition, it is not possible to make part 
of speech (POS) searchers and find specific grammatical features, e.g. passive voice. The control of research 
variables is limited to options provided by the facilities built in the corpora and databases, which differ from corpus 
to corpus. Thus, it was decided to restrict a number of variables to such controllable factors as scientific discipline, 
text genre and the year of publishing. Disciplinary coverage comprised the following areas: Agriculture, Business 
and Economics, Medical Sciences, Science, Technology, Social Sciences, Arts and Humanities. The range of text 
genres was restricted to theses and dissertations, research articles, scientific monographs and abstracts included in 
the databases during the 10-year period from 2005 till the end of 2015. Nevertheless, the limitations of this study are 
partially compensated by a large size of databases that makes even not very frequent collocations discoverable.  
The present research was conducted in two stages. At the first stage, the main units of analysis were individual 
nouns and verbs. From the Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000), the nouns that denote research were selected, e.g. 
thesis, dissertation, chapter. First, the frequency of occurrence of each noun was defined using concordancers built 
in the corpora and the list of most frequent nouns was compiled. Then each noun from the list was used as a key 
word in a query to extract its possible verbal collocates from the database. Out of all the verbs immediately 
following the noun used in the query were collected only active lexical verbs in the third-person singular form, 
which are usually attributed to human/researcher cognitive activities: presents, discusses, shows, demonstrates, etc. 
Further, the frequency of each verb was defined and the list of the most frequent ones was compiled. Plural nouns, 
active state verbs, e.g. indicates, exists, the verbs denoting change, e.g. grows, and other word forms were excluded 
from the list. The compiled list of verbs was used to discover other nouns denoting research that might have been 
overlooked at the first stage. To find them, a ‘wild cat’ search option, e.g. the tag this* presents, was used, in which 
the use of the asterisk allowed to extract the nouns collocating with the verb without specifying them in the query. 
Both resulting lists (most frequent nouns and verbs that are potential IS+AV collocates) and the list of less frequent 
verbs are provided in the next section of this article.  
At the second stage of the research, the main unit of analysis was collocation. The most frequent nouns were 
combined with the most frequent verbs from the lists to make potential IS+AV collocations. Using the search 
engines built in each database, the frequency of occurrence of each pair of words in each of the three databases was 
defined. The analysis of the results is offered in the next section.  
3. Results and discussion 
Having applied the described research procedure, the author compiled the following list of frequent active verbs 
used in IS+AV collocations, listed in the alphabetical order: aims, addresses, argues, assumes, attempts, builds, 
considers, deals with, demonstrates, describes, develops, discusses, emphasiz/ses, employs, examines, explores, 
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focuses on, gives, introduces, investigates, involves, presents, provides, proposes, reports, states, studies, shows, 
supports, treats. The verbs concludes, confirms, emphasizes, hypothesizes, implies, notes, predicts, reveals, 
speculates, suggests and supposes were found to be less frequent in the researched corpora though they had been 
listed as frequent by other researchers (Šeškauskiene, 2009). 
The most frequently occurring nouns denoting inanimate subject used with active verbs in the analyzed corpora 
and databases are the following: article, book, chapter, document, edition, handbook, manual, monograph, paper, 
publication, report, research, review, section, text, textbook, (part of) thesis, title, volume, work.  
In Table 1, five most frequent nouns are shown in collocation with active verbs occurring in the ProQuest 
Dissertations & Theses Global database. The frequency numbers presented in the tables and figures in this section 
should not be regarded as precise descriptive statistics. The frequency counts are not constant values, as the 
databases used in the research continue constantly growing, new texts being added daily. The author did not aim to 
provide quotable accurate counts of collocations. The aim was to reveal general trends indicating the tendencies 
rather than absolute numbers on the distribution of the collocations in the databases. 
Table 1. Occurrence of active verbs in collocation with inanimate subjects in ProQuest database. 
Inanimate 
subjects 
Total N of 
tokens in PQ 
Collocations with active verbs (N – the number of cases in the database by the end of 2015) 
Addresses Describes   Discusses Examines Focuses on Presents Provides States Shows 
Article 590102 1085 4316 3108 1297 2222 2309 4115 3832 1734 
Paper 1061721 3939 8169 5868 8854 7845 12766 8482 1121 5835 
Research 1695947 13666 5724 2145 20914 43243 9328 40513 3396 74326 
Thesis 2983697 14516 33149 8031 32605 25003 35208 15801 1063 7774 
Dissertation  3715915 17951 16659 6366 42738 30041 24955 18974 386 8941 
 
As the most frequent collocation was identified research shows, which appeared 74326 times in the database 
though neither the noun research nor the verb show had been individually found the most frequent of the nouns 
compiled in the list. The verb presents was rather frequently used to form collocations dissertation presents, thesis 
presents and paper presents. The noun dissertation also tended to occur often in collocations with examines, focuses 
on while the noun article is most often used with the verbs describes and provides.  
Collocations of nouns representing research as an active subject with the active verb presents most frequently 
occur also in the Google Scholar database (Table 2).  
Table 2. Noun collocates of presents in the Scholar Google database (N). 
article presents 210 000 report presents 138 000 
book presents 90 800 research presents 17 300 
chapter presents 96 500 review presents 41 300 
document presents 21 800 section presents 257 000 
manual presents 14 160 text presents 21 200 
monograph presents 4 420 thesis presents 37 900 
paper presents 635 000 volume presents 25 300 
publication presents 7 150 work presents 105 500 
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The biggest numbers of occurrence are demonstrated by the collocations paper presents, section presents and 
article presents. The frequency counts are the numbers shown by the database system as the cases extracted from 
the database at the moment of the query (the end of 2015). The number of extracted cases is certainly too big for 
assuming them to be just miscollocations or errors. This implies a deliberate use of these means of impersonality. 
The frequency counts of IS+AV collocations in the Cambridge Journals online database reveal similar trends in 
their use (Table 3).  
Table 3. The most frequent IS+AV collocations in the Cambridge Journals database (N of cases by the end of 2015). 
article presents 5464 book explores 3548 
paper describes 5022 article presents 2893 
paper examines 3784 article describes 2067 
book describes 4103 article explores 2064 
 
Although the numbers in the table are not quite comparable with PorQuest and Google Scholar databases because 
of the incomparable sizes of the databases, several thousand cases of IS+AV collocation occurrences in the 
professionally proofread articles that appear in scientific journals published by Cambridge University Press indicate 
that at least some of the collocations are not regarded as grammatical or stylistic errors by editors.  
The absolute frequency counts of the collocations in the databases, however, do not provide the evidence on the 
trends and reasons of their frequent appearance in edited texts.  To reveal the trends in using IS+AV collocations, 
relative frequencies of their occurrence per year during the period of ten years were counted (Fig. 1).  
 
 
                 Fig. 1. Ten-year trends in the frequency of IS+AV collocation occurrence in the Google Scholar database. 
The number of IS+AV collocations had been steadily increasing until very recently when they fell into attention 
focus of academic writing professionals, editors and authors of writing manuals and were labelled as 
anthropomorphic (APA, 2009). The use of the collocation paper presents has demonstrated a steady decline since 
2009. Nevertheless, it was still encountered almost two times more often in the Google Scholar database than other 
two frequent collocations research shows and thesis presents. Less frequent appearance of these collocations in 
2015 might also be a sign of a trend to avoid them in scientific texts. On the contrary, the use of the collocation 
paper shows continued slightly growing till the end of 2015. The increase may be explained by the fact that 
academic writers and translators do not identify IS+AC collocations as a grammatical category. They tend to avoid 
only those particular expressions that are mentioned in the manuals as examples of anthropomorphism and continue 
using other noun-verb collocations. What seems the most probable explanation for their frequent appearance in 
scientific texts is that the authors of such collocations follow the rule of thumb ‘avoid personal pronouns in scientific 
text’ literally, deleting the pronouns I and my and making the necessary changes to remove grammatical mistakes. 
Although the pronouns disappear and the text seemingly follows the conventions, the reference to the author is still 
implied, allowing the collocations to perform their rhetorical function and convey impersonality.  
Developing an approach to IS+AV collocation treatment in scientific translation is complicated by the existing 
controversies among scholars’ perspectives on them. The differences in the proposed treatment of such collocations 
depend on how scholars classify them: as legitimate impersonality strategies (Fabb, & Durant, 2005), 
miscollocations (Zinkgraf, 2008), ontological metaphors (Lakoff, & Johnson, 1980), purposeful personifications or 
0
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anthropomorphisms (Šeškauskiene, 2009). On the one hand, a quick survey of academic writing textbooks reveals 
that, until recently, IS+AV collocations have not been regarded as errors. On the contrary, they have been explicitly 
recommended for the use in scientific texts in order to maintain impersonal style of research descriptions (Fabb, & 
Durant, 2005) and appear in some academic writing textbooks as examples of good academic writing for students to 
follow (e.g. in Oshima, & Hogue, 2001). This explains why such impersonal expressions are popular in scientific 
texts. On the other hand, a number of linguists express doubts in the grammaticality, cultural acceptability and 
appropriateness of IS+AV collocations in scientific communication (Low, 1999; Master, 2001; Marco, 2011). For 
example, when IS+AV collocations are regarded as grammatical representations of research as an active agent, they 
are labelled as the cases of inappropriate in scientific texts anthropomorphism. Consequently, they are treated as 
attribution errors that should be eliminated from scientific texts. The authors of a recently published writing style 
manual (APA, 2009, Section 3.09) impose rather prescriptive prohibition on using anthropomorphisms on the basis 
of their potential ambiguity. Alternatively, the authors of Microsoft Manual of Style for Technical Publications 
(2004) propose a selective treatment of IS+AV collocations. They recommend to distinguish between IS+AV 
collocations with evident anthropomorphic meaning from other collocations. For example, the collocations in such 
grammatical structures as engine is interested in and documents know how to manage data are considered to be 
inappropriate anthropomorphisms while engine accepts and documents manage data are viewed as acceptable, as 
these are commonly used standard industry expressions. This approach requires from writers and translators 
additional linguistic skills to recognize the underlying anthropomorphic meaning, which may be problematic to 
derive for novice translators and non-native speakers of the target language. 
As a contribution to the discussion, I argue that it does not seem quite accurate to label the most frequent IS+AV 
collocations as errors of anthropomorphism, as their referent is not the anthropomorphized object, i.e. human 
qualities are not transferred to anything. No other elements were found in the analyzed texts that would imply that 
the inanimate subject is treated as a live being. Although in some cases the meaning of IS+AV collocations can 
indeed be rather confusing or embarrassing, most of them do not impede the clarity, for they are not more ambiguous 
than the collocations of the corresponding animate noun (the author) with the same active verbs. Finally, they are 
not regarded as mistakes or are overlooked by most of academic advisors and editors, so they are frequent in theses, 
dissertations and published scientific texts. Moreover, they easily squeeze through proofreading filters of even the 
most respectable publishers. Thus, the decision on usability of IS+AV collocations as grammatical means to express 
impersonality in scientific text translations should not entirely depend on formally following recommendations of 
writing manuals but rather on the assumption that the clarity of translation is an unarguable priority.  
4. Conclusions 
The findings obtained in this study indicate that IS+AV collocations, while not being the most frequent academic 
structures in English, persistently appear in academic and translated scientific texts. The writers make deliberate 
frequent choices to use these collocations instead of other impersonality means. The explanation of this phenomenon 
lies in the rhetorical function that the collocations perform as grammatical means to express impersonality. The 
research provides the evidence that IS+AV collocations are not merely miscollocations or errors of 
anthropomorphism. They are grammatical metaphors (Halliday, 1994) meant to substitute the first-person pronouns 
by nouns performing the same rhetorical function, i.e. serving as impersonal reference from the scientific text to its 
author. This conclusion is supported by the sentence-initial position of IS+AV collocations in texts where the 
sentence subject – a noun or a pronoun representing the author of the text – is usually located. In the analyzed 
corpora, IS+AV collocations appear in introductory and concluding parts of texts in the sentences introducing the 
content, purpose, goal or conclusions drawn by the author. The inanimate subject in such collocations is a singular 
common noun representing the author’s research paper or its part, e.g. thesis, paper, dissertation, chapter. Cognitive 
verbs appearing in close proximity to the noun denote actions that are usually associated with activities of the 
researcher, e.g. investigates, presents.  The rhetorical function of the discovered in this research most frequent 
IC+AV collocations research shows, paper presents, section presents and article presents is to represent the actions 
of the author of the text while substituting the personal reference to the writer with an impersonal structure. In the 
present study of ten-year trends in the use of most frequent noun-verb collocations in scientific texts, it was also 
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revealed that, although their use varies depending on the current writing conventions in the academic culture,  
IS+AV collocations still remain popular means for grammatical expression of impersonality in ESP texts.  
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